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To decolonize photographic histories is to rethink the fundamental aspects of visual 
documentation, from approach to intention, and the power dynamics therein. In exploring 
both historic and contemporary visual representations of the SWANA region—including 
through photographic archives from Iraq by locals and visitors—I examine the colonial 
gaze in these archives by bringing them into conversation with my own work.  
I explore how histories can be colonized even in imagination. I do this by reflecting on 
the reclamation of historical narratives by photographers and artists, and engaging in an 
approach to decolonizing images that centres community action and collective 
participation, using photographic histories in the present.  
How might colonized histories be re-framed and how can we imagine new ways of 
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As an Arab documentary photographer concerned with the representation of my own culture, in 
its diversity, I seek to document subcultures and those marginalized within my community. I 
create opportunities to interact with and learn from these groups, which are often subjected to 
stereotyping and misrepresentation, using primarily the medium of photography. There are three 
major elements related to photography and the Arab world that have greatly impacted my 
practice. The first is the historic and contemporary representation of people and places in the 
SWANA region (South West Asia and North Africa), where I call home. The second is the 
reclamation of narratives and images by photographers from the region, a process I have been 
actively a part of through various collectives and community building. The third is the 
relationship between photographer and subject, and the question of agency. These elements come 
together to inform my practice as a photographer, and my decolonial approach to photography.1 
It is within this framework that I present my thesis exhibition work through which I will be re-
imagining the book Return to the Marshes by Gavin Young and Nik Wheeler. 
 
In my project, Re-Imagining Return to the Marshes, I offer a critical response to a book that has 
been influential to my visual imagination of the Iraqi Marshlands (al-ahwar). In exploring both 
historic and contemporary visual representations of the SWANA region—including through 
photographic archives from Iraq by locals and visitors—I examine the colonial gaze in these 
archives by bringing them into conversation with my own work. I reflect on the reclamation of 
historical narratives by photographers and artists, a process I have been actively a part of as a 
documentary photographer living in and working from the SWANA region. Finally, I engage in 
an approach to decolonizing images that centres community action and collective participation, 
using photographic histories in the present. 
 
What follows first is a reflection on my positionality as an Iraqi documentary photographer 
living in the diaspora, and my journey to a decolonial approach to my work. Then in Part 1, I 
briefly introduce Young and Wheeler’s collection of images from the marshes and show how my 
own photographic work from the area intervenes and interrupts their book in an effort to 
decolonize visual representations of the marshes. I continue this effort in Part 2, combining 
reflection on archival images with community action among Iraqis, and present images sourced 
from fellow Iraqis as a way of further re-imagining and reclaiming narratives of the marshes. In 
this project, I explore how histories can be visually colonized. I re-imagine a book once 
foundational to me by considering questions of agency and representation, self and collective, in 
                                                
1 My use of the word decolonial is shaped by the thinking and writing of Walter Mignolo on decoloniality: “De-
colonial thinking and doing…as responses to the oppressive and imperial bent of modern European ideas projected 
to, and enacted in, the non-European world”s(39).  
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an attempt to advance decolonial visuality. Re-imagining colonial narratives and gazes involves 




At the start of my career as a photographer, I worked as a photojournalist in Dubai, UAE 
photographing stories for the New York Times. As a 24-year old Iraqi with a Canadian passport, I 
travelled on assignment around the SWANA region, a part of the world I was raised in and 
identify with deeply. My work as a photojournalist allowed me to familiarize myself with urban 
centers across the region—Sana’a, Damascus, Aleppo, Mecca, Cairo, and others. My work 
provided visual representations of people and places that illustrated articles I had not written. 
The writings that accompanied my work usually lacked the intimacy I had developed with these 
cities and their residents. Many foreign correspondents would fly in for a week, maybe ten days, 
to cover a story appealing to western readers, and then return to their lives in the West. I soon 
realized that this was not the career I was seeking. In 2007, I started working on my own 
photography projects and began to delve deeper into my relationships with the different 
communities that I was a member of in the SWANA region—in the process becoming a part of 
contemporary and local visual narratives. 
 
The history of the SWANA region is inextricably tied to colonialism and empire, which has had 
lasting impacts on the way the region and its inhabitants are seen and understood. In his 
influential book Orientalism, Edward Said offers a reading of such long-lasting cultural impacts 
that is grounded in postcolonial theory. His work has paved the way for critical investigations of 
colonial histories by artists and writers alike through its focus on representations of people living 
in “the Orient.” Said suggests that “the Orient that appears in Orientalism…is a system of 
representations framed by a whole set of forces that brought the Orient into western learning, 
western consciousness, and later western Empire” (Said in Williams and Chrisman 142). 
Orientalist representations, in other words, were critical to shaping the exertion of power and 
dominance over local inhabitants. While such orientalist practices exist in most parts of the 
global south, my interest is on the way orientalist representations of citizens in the Arab world 
were advanced and persist today.  
 
The journalism industry that I was a part of as a photojournalist echoed similar prejudices held 
by colonial orientalists of the early- and mid-20th century. Such visual regimes are a part of the 
“system of representations” that Said points to, a continuous misrepresentation of the “Other” in 
literature and visuality and one with a long and historic lineage. While this visual othering done 
by “outsiders” documenting life in the SWANA region is not inevitable, it very much continues 
through today—whether by way of the exotification of “veiled” Muslim women, or the 
vilification of “violent” Brown men. 
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Wanting to challenge this colonial gaze through images, I co-founded the Rawiya2 Collective, a 
small group of photographers from and working in the SWANA region. The collective was one 
of the first of its kind at the time partly because our work was socially conscious and politically 
grounded. We worked on themes ranging from Arab masculinity to Israeli occupation. We also 
used our platform to give visual narrative workshops and mentor young photographers across the 
region, such as in Gaza. These workshops were offered to photographers who had covered a 
great deal of news and conflict and who sought to develop longer-form storytelling through 
photography. Our collective, formed in 2011, held numerous exhibitions and quickly received 
local and global media attention. We began as an all-female group, which itself sparked news 
interest; this description, from Vice News, exemplifies numerous stories written about our effort: 
“….the Rawiya Collective are the first all-women photographic collective hailing from the 
Middle East” (Maine). We rode this wave of excitement and used the attention as an opportunity 
to share our photography and the stories we sought to tell, while also mentoring aspiring 
photographers.  
 
But it did not take long for nearly every article written about our collective to be featured with 
increasingly problematic headlines: “The Hidden Stories of Arab Women” (New York Times); 
“A woman’s place in the Middle East? For some, it’s behind a camera” (Washington Post); “Is a 
woman's place behind the lens?”(Al Jazeera English). When reporters would interview us, the 
main questions they would ask always included, “How does it feel to be an Arab woman 
photographer?” and, “What kind of difficulties do you face as a woman photographer in the 
Middle East?” The focus for these journalists, in other words, was not our work but our 
subjectivity and the ways we appeared to deviate from orientalist representations of women from 
the region.  
 
Our seven years working together as a collective were fruitful ones, our workshops for young 
photographers some of our most consequential interventions. But I often wonder if the only 
reason we garnered so much media attention was because we were Arab women. Our identities 
were being instrumentalized to advance the same problematic conceptions of the region and its 
people that we were working so hard to dismantle. The collective, in our effort to subvert 
misconceptions and show contextualized, nuanced views of the SWANA region, seemed to have 
unintentionally reinforced stereotypes driving public interest in our work. Did such 
characterizations of our work mean it was impossible for marginalized people to represent 
themselves through photography with complexity, sensitivity, and care?  
 
                                                
2 Rawiya: Arabic for female storyteller 
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Soon after co-founding the Rawiya Collective, I joined the multidisciplinary art collective The 
Medium, a culture point for communication through video, music, print and visual arts. As we 
describe on our website: “Representation, care, new narratives, and internationality are some of 
the common threads that link our projects, products, artwork and curated events.  We serve the 
community of the margins; displaced, diasporic, undefinable” (We Are The Medium). Founded 
in 2013, The Medium is a family affair; its members are my direct relations through blood and/or 
marriage. Our small community grew organically as we all embarked on different paths of 
artistic practices (music, film, photography, literature, and visual art). We regularly merged our 
content together, which often concentrated on the Arab world and how it was represented. 
Through both the Rawiya Collective and The Medium, joining forces with like-minded artists 
amplified the overlapping messages that drove our outputs. We could share our works and the 
ideas that grounded them while actively building community and nurturing collaboration. 
 
As a documentary photographer, I explore, examine, and investigate problematic, inaccurate, and 
orientalist representations of people in and of the SWANA region. I contribute, in the process, to 
a growing movement of artists creating new visual narratives of the region and its citizens. I 
carry out my work as an Iraqi documentary photographer who calls this region home. I also see 
myself as part of a wider Iraqi nation, one that includes those living in its diaspora. I recognize 
the critical discourse and nuances attached to diasporic identities, mine and others. I thus do not 
claim to represent the people I photograph or their stories that I share. My art, instead, is my own 
visual interpretation of the stories from a region that I too am of and in which I belong.  
 
This positionality has guided nearly all of my work as a documentary photographer, such as my 
efforts at reframing and even softening the gaze on Arab males while questioning in the process 
power dynamics in photography. In reflecting on the history of photography from and about the 
Arab world, employing a decolonial lens is essential to subverting historical misconceptions that 
still shape so many representations of Arabs today. It is through this lens that I present my final 
project for this MFA program, a re-imagining of the 1977 book Return to the Marshes by Young 
and Wheeler. In this work, I consider how we might imagine new ways to examine our own 




Part 1: Photographing the Iraqi Marshlands 
 
1.1 Outsider, Local, Exile: Imaging and Imagining the Marshes  
 
Between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, in what was once the centre of ancient Mesopotamia, 
lies an area of wetland known as al-ahwar of southern Iraq (the Marshes). It was on this spot, 
between the 4th and 3rd millennium BCE, that Sumerians built their houses from reeds native to 
the marshlands, an ancient architectural practice still followed today. Far more recently, in the 
1950s, the Iraqi government started draining the lands to support extraction of a newly 
discovered natural resource: oil. The social and political life of the area changed again a few 
short decades later, in the 1980s and 1990s, when Saddam Hussein further drained the lands as a 
way to prevent domestic rebels from seeking sanctuary there, and as punishment for anti-
government activities supported by the area’s inhabitants (Tripp 264-65). After the US- and UK-
led invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003, and the removal of the former regime, 
comprehensive efforts to repair the marshes and its ecosystem were initiated in earnest with the 
hope of restoring everyday life for the area’s people, the mi’dan (UNEP). 
 
The Iraqi marshes have long been an area of interest for local and international photographers. 
As a child growing up in the Iraqi diaspora, two books about the marshlands sat prominently in 
our family home and influenced my imagination of Iraq: Return to the Marshes (1977) by Young 
and Wheeler, and Iraq: The Land and The People (1989) by Nadhim Ramzi. These two books 
introduced me to photography, and to Iraq, at a young age. While leafing through them would 
transport me to the land of my ancestors, my critical reengagement with these collections here—
and specifically that of Young and Wheeler—points to the ways colonial imaginations inflect 
photographic engagement with the marshes. 
 
“It is nearly twenty years since Wilfred Thesiger, the European who ‘discovered’ the Marshes, 
left them for the last time,” Gavin Young states in the introduction to his co-authored collection 
(9). Sir Wilfred Thesiger was a British military officer and “explorer” known in part for his 1964 
collection of photographs in The Marsh Arabs (Pitt Rivers Virtual Collections). Young had 
initially been planning to “ride a camel across Arabia” when Thesiger—“the last of the great 
Arabian travellers”—suggested that Young instead join him to see the marshlands (11). Drawing 
a direct line to Thesiger, Young presents himself as continuing in a tradition of outsiders 
documenting and exploring the marshlands and its people. While Young was introduced to the 
marshes when he was working for a shipping company in Basra, his co-author Nik Wheeler was 
a war photographer assigned to photograph the marshes by National Geographic Magazine. 
Young and Wheeler are outsiders by way of both their identities, as well as who they identify 
with as journalists and documentary photographers.  
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By contrast, Nadhim Ramzi, born in Baghdad in 1928, was a graphic designer and a 
photographer. While his book, Iraq: The Land and The People, was published in 1989, his 
images were taken between 1952 and 1962. Calling this a “period of great social interest in the 
history of Iraq,” Ramzi makes a nod to the revolution of 1958, led by Iraqi military officers, that 
overthrew the British-backed Hashemite monarchy (Foreword). His 159-page collection of black 
and white images includes portraits and landscapes spanning numerous cities and towns around 
the country, including the marshes. Ramzi’s engagement with the marshes, then, is inseparable 
from its wider place in Iraq. His handwritten dedication of the book—“a gift to the nation” (al-
ihda' ila watani)—should be read against his own exile from the country for most of his adult 
life (Preface). 
 
Though having spent many months in Iraq during my lifetime, I was never able to visit the 
marshes until 2018. My imagination of the land and its indigenous inhabitants had been shaped 
by images from Thesiger, Young, Wheeler, and Ramzi. It was more personal for me still as I had 
family roots in the area, contributing to a longing to reclaim that part of my identity. I knew that 
I would be seen as a visitor by the people who live there, a fact I had to reconcile with my own 
feelings of belonging. While I critically engage with Young and Wheeler, I take inspiration from 
Ramzi’s contextualizing of the marshes against other parts of Iraq. I too see myself as part of a 
greater Iraqi nation, one that spans decades and continents, experiences and collective suffering. 
Displaced from birth, I was born into the diaspora and thus remain a part of its people. 
 
Part of how I engage with and represent this identity, through images of the Iraqi marshes, is by 
sharing photographs of the land and its people that have been taken by fellow Iraqis and not just 
myself (described in more detail in Part 2). Some reside in the marshes; others come from 
different parts of Iraq; still others are Iraqis who, like me, live in the diaspora. Through such an 
intervention, I focus on Young and Wheeler’s collection in an attempt to reclaim and decolonize 
narratives and histories. The goal is to help construct an alternative discourse about self and 
collective representation among Iraqis, at home and abroad, while also recognizing the 
inadequacy of such a binary.3 One way I do this is by “listening” to the Iraqis I photograph.  
 
1.2 Listening to the Marshes 
 
In her book Listening to Images, Tina Campt embraces counter-intuition to advance “listening” 
as one of the “affective registers through which…images enunciate alternative accounts of their 
subjects” (5). Zooming in on images of the subjugated and the colonized, Campt points to a set 
                                                
3 I am inspired by Edward Said: “Most people are principally aware of one culture, one setting, one home,”osexiles 
are aware of at least two, and plurality of vision gives rise to an awareness of simultaneous dimensions, an 
awareness that—to borrow a phrase from music—is contrapuntal”c(186). 
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of tensions in the photographs that she calls stasis—“tensions produced by holding a complex set 
of forces in suspension,” coupled with “unvisible motion held in tense suspension or temporary 
equilibrium,” such as vibration (50). Examining portraits of South African women taken by 
German missionaries in 1894, Campt sees the photographed women as both regal and 
vulnerable; they represent  a “tense set of relations” that denote “a state of being and becoming” 
(50-51). These tensions must be listened to, Campt argues, as a “refusal to engage the colonial, 
ethnographic and missionary gazes” through which these images were captured (59). 
 
I embrace Campt’s notion of stasis and its associated prompts in my reflection on Young and 
Wheeler’s Return to the Marshes. In their book, in an image that fills one page to its edges 
(Figure 1), a young girl stands upright on her boat. The caption next to the image reads: “A girl 
gathering rushes. Her canoe pole is a single giant reed” (74). Adjacent on the next page, two men 
are also on a boat alongside the caption: “Idan and Jabbar. Two Marsh Arabs had hitched their 
long shirts round their hips and taken up paddles in the high-curved bow…” (75).  
 
The three subjects photographed in this spread have something in common: each one of them is 
looking at the camera with a questioning gaze. Their brows tense, they stare directly at the 
photographer on the other side of the lens. The frequencies are loud and clear here; instead of a 
“quiet refusal” (Campt 65), these images seem to be presenting a much higher decibel of refusal. 
To look at this image is to see a refusal of the outsider’s gaze, a rejection of being documented 
by yet another explorer or traveller that sees them as Other. The choice to include these images 
in the book perplexes me. Perhaps it is the sound of suspicion I hear, the subjects questioning 




As a critical contrast, I offer an image from my own work, entitled “Mona.” In this photograph 
(Figure 2), a young woman forcefully pushes herself forward with her oar as she navigates the 
waters of the marshes. Mona is twelve years old. She exudes confidence and strength. While 
there is certainly tension here too, it is a physical one—between her body, the moving boat, and 
the waters. She seems unaware that I am photographing her as she bends forward and pushes 
herself and her vehicle along the waterway.  
 
I capture her image from afar as I sit atop another boat. I get closer to her soon after and we 
speak; it is a brief conversation, and she continues on her way. I do not consider this photograph 
of Mona a true representation of who she is or even how she moves along the water. Instead, I 
consider this image a record of a moment just before Mona and I met, her photograph a reminder 
in my own re-imagination of Return to the Marshes. I show Mona’s image to also distinguish 
between the frequencies I hear coming from her and those from the subjects in Young and 
Wheeler’s pages. I do see strength in all three images, but that strength in Young and Wheeler’s 
photos comes through as a rejection of—indeed in spite of—the photographer’s colonial gaze. In 
my image of Mona, I try to capture her strength and in fact amplify it, her pushing physically 
forward as a pushing back against othering and dehumanization. 
 




In the next image (Figure 3), I make more explicit my decolonial intervention into Young and 
Wheeler’s collection. I place Mona’s photo physically onto a single image of theirs that is spread 
across two pages of the book (140-141). I align the edges of Mona’s boat with that on display in 
the 1977 image. Her oar, which is in almost perfect alignment with part of the fishing net in the 
original, continues to show her endeavoring across the waters. My physical experimentation here 
is an essential part of this project. Such a layout makes Mona’s image, and Mona herself, a part 
of the book. I also join her by way of my intervention. I include a brief caption on the left side of 
the page: “Mona, 12, pushes along the river.”  
 
My intervention is placed into my own copy of Return to the Marshes. By physically interrupting 
its pages, I make space for new images and narratives of the marshes and its people. As this is a 
work in progress, I will be presenting these layouts as examples of pages from my re-imagining 
of the book. This process is an essential part of my project and will be included in my final 
presentation. The image itself (Figure 2), a scanned copy of the book (ps. 140-41, in this case), 







My methods for intervening in and engaging with the work of Young and Wheeler are not purely visual. I 
also consider the historical and social factors influencing the textual part of the book. While it is my aim 
to interrupt the book with images, my own and archival ones, I also seek to have a conversation with it by 
way of those I photograph. Mona interrupts Young and Wheeler’s book physically—she literally pushes 
through it while still flowing with it. The ripples and waves she makes are what we should listen to. 
 
1.3 Decolonizing, Reimagining, and the People of the Marshes 
 
Part of listening to images of past and present means challenging persistent misrepresentations of 
the Arab subject. Arabs have long been vilified, exoticized, and fetishized through variegated 
colonial gazes. From Hollywood to mainstream western news media, Arab men often embody 
terror and savagery, their representation distorted by racism, fear, and ignorance. In his book and 
subsequent documentary Reel Bad Arabs, Jack Shaheen analyzes Hollywood’s systematic 
dehumanization of Arab men and women in mainstream television and movies, appearing as 
early as 1921 (Introduction). This dehumanization and stereotyping lays over both global politics 
and real (or as he calls them, “reel”) people’s lives. 
 
These politicized stereotypes are part of what drives Edward Said’s critical analysis of self-
representation among Arabs and other ‘others:’ “From the beginning of western speculation 
about the Orient, the one thing the orient could not do was to represent itself” (283). He suggests, 
“Evidence of the Orient was credible only after it had passed through and been made firm by the 
refining fire of the Orientalist’s work” (283). In this respect, it is not surprising that much of the 
photographic history of the region that was made by outsiders is still viewed as classic if not 
canonical. Return to the Marshes falls into a long history of such representations.  
 
After Young and Wheeler, and Thesiger before them, ‘discovered’ the marshlands and its 
people, they published and disseminated books about their explorations. These books were years 
later re-printed and distributed by a publishing house in the SWANA region, in the United Arab 
Emirates. The colonial gaze through which they viewed the marshes was thus kept in local 
circulation without critique or questioning. Such problematic reproduction can ultimately help 
sustain a kind of internalized “inferiority,” about which Frantz Fanon so eloquently wrote.4 
 
The visual history that is being (re)constructed now—and to which I see myself contributing—is 
crucial, particularly for generations that follow. In her essay “Who Claims Alterity?” Gayatri 
Spivak is concerned with the appropriation of alternative histories in a postcolonial context. She 
                                                
4 In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon states: “Every colonized people—in other words, every people in whose soul an 
inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality—finds itself face to face 
with the language of the civilizing nation; that is, with the culture of the mother country. The colonized is elevated 
above his jungle status in proportion to his adoption of the other country's cultural standards. He becomes whiter as 
he renounces his blackness, his jungle” (18). 
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writes of the “counterintuitive imaginings” that postcolonial diasporas should be wary of when 
reconstructing their narrative, including “the tendency to represent neocolonialism” abroad (61). 
Following Fanon and Said, Spivak is compelling here because she points to the possibility of 
unintentionally “re-orientalising” and re-creating the very gaze that is being struggled against 
(see Lau and Dwivedi). This concern must be foregrounded while we imagine new visual 
representations, and for me to consider in my work as I re-imagine historical narratives and 
engage with old representations in and of the SWANA region. As a member of a postcolonial 
diaspora, one way I counter this possibility of re-orientalising is by recognizing my own 
positionality, and acknowledging and flattening the power relations in the photographer-subject 
relationship by building more community involvement in my work. 
 
Central to my output as a documentary photographer is a critical approach to representation, of 
my subjects but also of myself. My work, in other words, centres new imaginaries of self and 
collective. “Unless we are brave enough to imagine new images, to discover new meanings and 
readings of history,” says Palestinian-American writer and artist Leila Abdel Razzak, “we will 
continue to dissolve ourselves into the infinity of copied-and-pasted high definition photographs, 
ever more detailed and ever less accurate.” As an Iraqi woman, my photographic work 




Part 2: Archiving Arab Visuality 
 
2.1 Colonial Photography, Contemporary Lens 
 
In Decolonizing the Camera, Mark Sealy explores the relationship between colonialism, race, 
and photography. He examines the “ghost-like nature of the colonial in photography, so as to 
make the essence of the colonial legacy within photography…more evident and more visible” 
(4). Not just “historical documents,” for Sealy images offer “different interpretations” that are 
part of “cultural and political forces” impacting “the politics of human rights, identify 
formations, national narratives and cultural memory” (5). While Young and Wheeler’s Return of 
the Marshes consists of photos technically taken and published in a postcolonial era, my interest 
in Sealy stems from examining photography as “dominated by the legacy of colonial 
consciousness repressed in the present” (6). 
 
In this respect, The Edward Curtis Project is also instructive. Marie Clements and Rita Leistner's 
project considers the work of Edward Curtis, an American photographer who made it his life’s 
mission to document Native American First Nations communities before they “vanished,” as he 
frequently claimed they would (Gidley). Beginning his project at the end of the nineteenth 
century, Curtis published 20 volumes of The North American Indian between 1907 and 1930. 
Rita Leistner, a photojournalist, spent two years following Curtis’ footsteps and photographing 
members of Native American and First Nations communities as a photographic critique of his 
work. Leistner’s images present the viewer with a rebuttal to, and even reclamation of, Curtis’ 
work. Her portraits of the members of these First Nations communities are diptychs of the same 
person. In one image (Figure 4), a subject is dressed in their nation’s traditional attire; the 




Taken between 2008 and 2010, the existence of Leistner’s images itself disproves Curtis’ 
problematic prognostications of a “vanishing race.” But more importantly, her project critically 
interrogates the colonial legacy of his work. Curtis’ photographs may have frozen his subjects 
(and their lives) in time. But Leistner’s images of their descendants strips power away from 
Curtis’ colonial gaze as they place her subjects (and their stories) in the past and present. 
 
Santu Mofokeng similarly examines the photographic legacies of colonialism. In The Black 
Photo Album/Look at Me: 1890-1950, the South African photographer presents a portrait archive 
of and commissioned by working- and middle-class Black South Africans taken during the 
country’s colonial administration. Dressed in western-style clothing, Mofokeng reflects on 
whether these figures subvert the colonial gaze or serve to reinforce it (Figure 5). He argues that 
we should view the images “in the terms determined by the subjects themselves” (Campt 63). 
Notably, at the same time that these portraits were being captured, Irish-born South African 
ethnographic photographer Alfred Martin Duggan-Cronin was visually documenting indigenous 
and tribal communities across the country. His own project spanned 26 years and, as Tina Campt 
reminds us, his “depiction of timeless Africans frozen in an unspoiled wilderness was deployed 










While occupying different geographies, Duggan-Cronin and Edward Curtis share photographic 
approaches and problematic colonial legacies. Each contributed to narratives of indigenous 
erasure and othering, with lasting impacts across time. While of the same period, the portraits 
that Mofokeng presents push us to reflect on the power of self-representation. I agree with 
Mofokeng’s contention that these images show subjects advancing their own gaze—their own 
power—not reproducing a colonial one. His work illustrates the importance of reading 
photographic histories on terms determined by those so often marginalized. In this respect, 
parallels of misrepresentation and intergenerational colonial trauma across African, First 
Nations, and SWANA communities are hard to miss.  
 
Young and Wheeler may not have been the lifetime ethnographic photographers and self-
assigned documentarians of ‘natives’ that Duggan-Cronin and Curtis were. But I see similarities 
in their methods of documentation and an imbalance in power relations. All four men were part 
of a system of visualizing colonized subjects, subjugating them while freezing them in/as 
history/historical even though they were still living/modern. These different communities—
Black South African, North American First Nations, Marsh Arabs—continue to exist today. 
Sealy insists that, “Archival photographs are a message from the past. They open and adjust our 
understanding of the way we were” (106). Below I reflect on how archival images from Iraqis 
might contribute to re-imagining the marshes and its people, past and present. 
 
2.2 Living Archives 
 
As this project developed, and my images of the marshes began interacting with those in Young 
and Wheeler’s book, I found it critical to create space for images taken by fellow Iraqis. I wanted 
to emphasize the importance of including archival images not just from visitors to the marshes, 
like myself, but of people who both once lived there and those who still do. Re-imagining the 
marshes without a more significant presence from other members of the Iraqi nation felt 
unsatisfying, even incomplete. 
 
By way of a call to Iraqis across social media, I asked for and began collecting images of the 
marshes from Iraqis living there, and from those in other parts of the country and in the diaspora. 
I was explicit about my project: I was re-imagining Return to the Marshes by Young and 
Wheeler. Many who I heard from were familiar with the book and some even had it in their 
libraries. Most of the images I received were taken in the 1960s and 1970s, coinciding with the 
timeline that Young and Wheeler photographed the marshes and published their collection.  
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“Hor Il Sahin” (Figure 6) presents six images taken between 1975 and 1976. They are moments 
capturing the people of the marshes and their surroundings. On the left side of the layout are 
Young and Wheeler’s images. But on the right, I include images from an Iraqi photographer, 
Mohamad Aziz Al-Jaff, which he took while visiting the marshes from Baghdad. This is an 
intervention just after page 212 of the book. I digitally place Al-Jaff’s images onto a new page 
that I create and which sits across from Young and Wheeler’s. To be clear, I am not covering the 
original page 213 but creating a new one, and in the process creating new imaginaries.  
 
One of Al-Jaff’s images I have selected to include (centre right) is of a man waving at the camera 
as the photographer’s boat drifts away from him. The caption, provided to me from Al-Jaff, 
reads: “I remember this like it was yesterday, we were being invited to have breakfast with this 
man and his family. This was in the Bisan section of the marsh (Hor) Il Sahin.” These images are 
part of Al-Jaff’s vast photographic archive of Iraq. One reason I chose to include these specific 
photos is because they were captured during the same time period Young and Wheeler were 








I have made a conscious decision not to remove or censor Young and Wheeler’s images from 
this layout; instead, Al-Jaff’s images are incorporated within the book. By doing this, I want to 
create an alternative layout where both photographers and their subjects could possibly converse 
with each other. The conversation is one of subjectivity, power dynamics in photography, and 
visiting the marshes from their different positionalities. Here, Al-Jaff’s images are not a rebuttal 
to Young and Wheeler’s. Instead, they offer an alternative gaze, a different visual representation 
of the marshes. Al-Jaff’s captions, which I asked that he provide, give us further insight into his 
perspective. In my re-imagining, these interjected images become part of the photographic 
legacy of the marshes. 
 
I received photographs from architects, photographers, artists, environmentalists, and students, 
among others. Participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 77. My choice to include archival images is 
to open up a wider exchange about self-representation and reclaiming past histories and 
narratives. It is an attempt to decolonize images through community action and collective 
participation, using photographic histories in the present. My goal is to build a collection of these 
images which, with the agreement of each person involved, would be open source and available 
to anyone with an internet connection.   
 
2.3 Localizing Archives: The Arab Image Foundation and Latif al-Ani 
 
Much of the visual history of the SWANA region is housed in western institutions—the Library 
of Congress, Newcastle University’s Gertrude Bell Archive, the National Geographic Collection, 
and others. Many of these collections are comprised of images taken by foreign travellers or 
“explorers” who spent time in the Arab world during the British and French Mandates (e.g. 
Gertrude Bell in Iraq, and Felix Bonfils in Lebanon). But recent efforts have been made to 
localize image preservation in and from the Arab world. One of the main archives in the 
SWANA region is the Arab Image Foundation (AIF), established in Beirut in 1997. The AIF 
aims to forge “new pathways for photography and image practices” through a collection of half a 
million “photographic objects and documents from and related to the Middle East, North Africa 
and the Arab diaspora” (AIF). 
 
By creating a space for a visual Arab archive by Arab people, and a place for a discourse on 
archival significance in the region, the AIF is attempting to rewrite colonized narratives. Images 
and portraits of people and places in Palestine and Iraq, Lebanon and Egypt, for example, 
excavate a different historical heritage through visual material and seen through a far more local 
gaze (Ryzova 1053). In The Arab Imago, Stephen Sheehi explores, mostly through portraits, the 
social history of indigenous photography in the Ottoman Arab world between 1860 and 1910. He 
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argues for the importance of reading images from “indigenista photographers,” showing how 
indigenous photography played an important role in the “creation of Arab societies before the 
First World War” (xxxvii). Sheehi moves away from Eurocentric master narratives and instead 
focuses on native Arab visual narratives as a way to “restore lost photographic histories” (xxiv). I 
aim to complement his historical effort by pushing against the colonial gaze through which much 
of the SWANA region has been seen and represented, and in the process contributing to local 
archive creation like the Arab Image Foundation’s. 
 
In 2015, the AIF acquired an archival collection of images belonging to Iraqi photographer Latif 
Al-Ani. The archive comprises photographs taken by Al-Ani from the 1950s to the 1970s, mostly 
in Iraq. He was capturing these images at the same time as the aforementioned Nadhim Ramzi 
(Part 1). But while Ramzi was photographing largely as a hobby—graphic design being his main 
work—for Al-Ani, photography was a significant part of his professional output. Al-Ani began 
his career as a photographer working for the Iraqi Petroleum Company (IPC), a British oil 
company (which was later nationalized). His archive is comprehensive, with images from all 
over Iraq. Al-Ani shot mostly for the IPC and its Arabic language magazine Ahl al-Naft (People 
of Oil). 
   
Al-Ani’s archive at the AIF consists of about 2,000 images. As he recounted to me in an 
interview, these images are all that is left of his collection. The rest of his images were destroyed 
in a fire at the Iraqi Ministry of Culture during the 2003 US- and UK-led invasion and 
occupation of Iraq.5 The archive contains numerous aerial images of Baghdad, Basra, and Iraqi 
Kurdistan, as well as historical sites like the Ziggurat of Aqar Quf, the Minaret of Samarra, the 
ruins of Taq Kasra (Ctesiphon), and the marshes of southern Iraq. Also included are images of 
daily life in Baghdad, its streets, schools, and people. While the archive is a thorough 
documentation of Iraq across more than two decades, many of Al-Ani’s archived images were 
taken while he was employed by the then British-owned IPC, as well as by the Iraqi government 
and state-run publications. Apart from the portraits of everyday life, many of his images give a 
sense of surveillance, namely the aerial and landscape shots of different sites and places. Who 
were these photographs ultimately for? What purpose and agenda did they serve? How did Al-
Ani’s gaze change the way we receive the images now? 
 
In 2017, a selection of his images was published as a book by German publisher Hatje Cantz, as 
the self-titled Latif Al Ani. Of the images published, I am most critical of the choice for the 
book’s cover (Figure 7). The image is entitled “US couple at Taq Kasra (Ruins of Ctesiphon), Al 
Mada’in, Salman Pak, Baghdad, 1965” (87). The image pictures an Iraqi man in traditional 
                                                
5 Interview with Latif Al-Ani, Dubai, UAE, November 2019. 
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clothes sitting on the desert ground and playing a string instrument called the Rababa. A couple 
from the US stands over him. In the background are the ruins of the ancient city of Taq Kasra. 
The woman, holding her hands together, looks down at the local man as he looks into the 
distance. I question the decision to showcase this photo as an entry point into Al-Ani’s 
collection, one in which problematic power dynamics are clearly on display—US visitors 






In November 2019, I publicly interviewed Al-Ani at his solo exhibition in Dubai. As two Iraqi 
photographers in conversation, albeit from entirely different generations, Latif and I discussed 
Iraq, photography, and documenting homeland as an audience of exhibition attendees listened. “I 
was documenting for the sake of archiving, recording our history,” Al-Ani recounted to me. “I 
had a feeling that one day everything would be destroyed.” Al-Ani saw himself as recording 
history, perhaps even preserving it. His work is a visual history of Iraq. While the image of the 
“US couple” at Taq Kasra is part of that history, the choice to emphasize it comes at the expense 
of offering a far more thoughtful and representative image of Al-Ani’s work in and of the region 
(Al- Ani and Montazami 11). 
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Being prompted by Al-Ani reflecting on his life’s work, and the preservation of the visual history 
of his homeland, I wonder how we might reflect back on our own contemporary visuality, today 
and decades from now. Clements, Leistner, and Mofokeng, in their own critical projects, 
engaged directly with a legacy of the colonial gaze and sought to disrupt and question it. By 
contrast, or perhaps by complement, Al-Ani worked to build his own narrative of his country and 
its people. What I have sought to show here is that both approaches are necessary for the long-
term project of archiving Arab visuality. Re-imagining the marshes requires a varied repertoire 





To decolonize photographic histories is to rethink the fundamental aspects of visual 
documentation, from approach to intention, and the power dynamics therein. As a documentary 
photographer, a core aspect of my work has been a critical take towards representation, of my 
subjects but also of myself. I underscore the importance of employing a decolonial lens in 
subverting the historical misconceptions that still define much of the representation of Arabs 
across time and space. Such a method also influences how I look at archival images and how I 
read them through a contemporary lens. 
 
I present Re-imagining Return to the Marshes as an experimental work in-progress. Through this 
work, I explore how histories can be colonized even in imagination. I consider how colonized 
histories might be re-framed and how to imagine new ways of examining those histories through 
photography. While Young and Wheeler’s Return to the Marshes may have been foundational to 
me as an aspiring photographer, I intervene, intrude, and interrupt their pages with my own 
photographic documentation of the Iraqi marshes, and with archival images sourced from Iraqis 
in Iraq and the diaspora. My choice to interact with the book in such ways creates physical acts 
of decolonizing the photographic history of the marshes. My interventions seek to re-imagine the 
marshes and its people by introducing new images and narratives within the original book. 
 
By including not only my own images but those from Iraqis at home and abroad and everywhere 
in between, I underline the importance of historical imagery from Iraq and the Iraqi diaspora as 
part of reclaiming this history. Such an approach aims to crack open a possible exchange about 
our self-representation, in the process reclaiming past histories and narratives so often claimed 
by Others. This public conversation should include as one of its centres the visual history that is 
today being locally (re)constructed in an attempt confront Eurocentric master narratives about 
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